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Abstract
This study was created as a way to highlight and begin filling a large void in
academic information regarding the ways caregivers engage in social justice with
the toddlers they care for. Through an online survey, participants were asked to
explain their role and experience as caregivers, give their definition of social justice,
share the social justice resources they use to help inform their engagement with
toddlers, and list the limitations and barriers they face in achieving their goals in
this area. Participants were also asked to assess their value of various elements
commonly used to engage toddlers in social justice. These elements were separated
into five categories; social justice in the learning environment, social justice in the
community, directly teaching social justice, relating with social justice, and modeling
social justice.
My research suggests that caregivers know more than they realize and with a
bit of support they will feel confidant exploring social justice issues with their
toddlers. This study will encourage more social justice researchers to focus on
toddlers to help fill the lack of academic and empirical work focused on this
important, impressionable age group.
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Definitions
Both the early childhood and social justice fields tend to have a variety of definitions for
any given term, allowing for situational applicability and flexibility during this current
rapid growth period occurring in both fields. For the sake of clarity in this particular
study the following definitions will apply unless otherwise noted.

Caregivers: Parents, nannies, childcare providers, educators, teachers.
Toddlers: Children ages one, two and three years old.
Social Justice: The practice of ensuring that all people in society are treated equitably
with the protection of human rights and provision of resources, regardless of status,
privilege or power.
Social Justice Issue: A specific topic or commonly reoccurring situation where social
justice is being compromised
Engagement Strategy: A method of drawing toddlers into the experience via exploration
and/or conceptualization of themes relating to social justice.
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Introduction
Social justice work must begin with our youngest citizens; both because they are
just learning to form their understanding of how the world does and should work and
because they are vulnerable, and often underprivileged and mistreated. Knowing that
young children learn through relationships and engaging with their environment and
community, in addition to direct teaching (NAEYC, 2009), it is easy to conclude that the
primary caregivers of young children provide a crucial link in building a foundational
understanding of what social justice is and how it should play out in daily life.
A child may have multiple adults in their life who act as a primary caregiver.
Primary caregivers typically include the child’s parents as well as a teacher, nanny,
babysitter, or care provider. These are the people who have the responsibility to keep the
child healthy, safe, and give them their first lessons on life. Primary care relationships are
powerful, especially to very young children who show higher levels of independence,
persistence and resilience when they experience consistency and trust in their caregiving
relationships (MY EEC, 2015).
Caregivers, then, are in a key position to engage young children in the concepts
and issues of social justice. Engaging anyone in social justice is challenging work to say
the least, so is caring for young children. Toddlers in particular are known for defiant
behavior, testing limits, asking “why”, and asserting their personal agency. It seems that
the whole focus of the toddler is to determine who has power, for what reason, and in
which scenarios. It is because of the heightened awareness that toddlers possess during
this developmental period, that caregivers should take time to meaningfully engage with
them around the issues of social justice. Caregivers must do this by example: by treating
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the toddler justly, by exploring social justice topics that are present in the child’s
environment and community, and by explicitly teaching toddlers social justice concepts.
However, it is easy for caregivers to lose sight of even their best intentions when they are
faced with the endless challenges of diaper changes, mood swings, meal times, and
cleaning up the never-ending piles of messes toddlers naturally produce.
Knowing this, I began to search specifically for existing resources that support
caregivers of toddlers in exploring social justice. I searched for books, curriculum,
activities, toys, events, speakers, theories and websites. What I discovered is that while
there have been some truly wonderful strides in developing these resources for older
children almost nothing exists for toddlers. Next I searched the research, hoping to
uncover some studies or theories that had not yet made their way into the general public.
I gathered a meager handful of semi-relevant work. Looking at a very small pile of
inconsequential resources and unhelpful research I thought about all of the caregivers that
I personally know who do make a noticeable effort to engage their toddlers in social
justice. I knew that people were doing the work and I wanted to find out more.
My capstone research is focused on the broad question of “What does it mean to
engage in social justice with toddlers?” This big question can be further broken down into
the following four sub-questions:
- What do caregivers know about social justice and how are they relating this
knowledge to their toddlers?
- What are caregiver attitudes and values regarding engaging in social justice with
toddlers?
- What barriers and limitations do caregivers face regarding engaging in social
justice with toddlers?
- What resources do caregivers have in this area and what resources do they need?
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Literature Review
There is very little research relating directly to both toddlers and the wider
concept of social justice. The majority of relevant literature focuses on the basic human
rights of toddlers (Lally, 2005) with the purpose of ending toddler abuse and neglect
(UNICEF, 2014). Almost none of the research focuses on appropriate and effective ways
to teach toddlers social justice concepts or how to create learning environments and
relationships that invite toddlers to explore social justice issues.
Interestingly, there has been a fair amount of research surrounding the ways
young children interact with specific social justice issues, especially gender, race, and
language. While these studies have been successful in creating theories about how young
children develop their beliefs and identities in these specific areas, the studies have been
focused on children who are three to five years old and have not been able to connect
their findings to a wider social justice application (Connolly, 2002; Martin & Rubie,
2004). There are a handful of studies that go one step further and focus on the young
child’s ability to communicate various biases, though they tend to focus on language
development and not on the development of the biases themselves (Diesendruck &
Deblinger-Tangi, 2014).
As the wider pedagogical field has continued to refine theories surrounding
endemic injustice, structural privilege, and the role of education, the term “Equity
Pedagogy” has taken root as a way to refer to the many types of pedagogical models
dealing in such subject matter (Hyland, 2010). Many professionals in the early education
field are familiar with “multicultural education” (Ramsey, 2004), “anti-bias education”
(Derman-Sparks & Olsen-Edwards, 2010) or a “rights based approach” (Ghirotto &
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Mazzoni, 2013) in addition to more specific curriculum surrounding conflict resolution,
anti-bullying, and supporting pro-social behaviors. While these models vary in focus and
implementation, they all share the common assumption “that if teachers and schools do
not consciously attempt to counter injustice, then by default, they support it” (Hyland,
2010).
While all of these approaches have been helpful in introducing equity pedagogy to
early education environments, most of them focus on direct instruction, activities, or a
classroom-learning environment. Very few touch on the deeply influential and ever
present power dynamic that exists between adult and child. Ignoring this power
differential drastically limits the approach’s benefits and application because of its failure
to acknowledge and support the learning that can only come through an intimate
relationship with a primary caregiver. In the rare occasion that equity pedagogy does
recognize the adult/child power differential, the focus is centered on using adult power to
create, instead of limit, learning opportunities (Ghirotto & Mazzoni, 2013). While this is
a critical perspective, it still does not address maintaining equitable treatment and
generous resource allocation during the inevitable and numerous power struggles of
toddler/adult relationships.
Many studies suggest that children ages one to three years old are particularly
susceptible to adult modeling (Gerull & Rapee, 2002; Rakoczy, Tomasello & Striano,
2005), especially when it comes to learning social categories and societal patterns of
inclusion and exclusion (Diesendruck & Deblinger-Tangi, 2014). Yet despite this, “there
are few large-scale empirical studies that evaluate the use of pedagogical strategies in
classrooms that work against limiting messages [regarding race, class, gender and sexual
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orientation] and almost none in early childhood classrooms” (Hyland, 2010). Perhaps the
lack of research contributes to why almost all of the models of equity pedagogy are
specifically designed for children four years and older.
The current literature somehow manages to simultaneously support the notion that
toddlers are in a prime developmental stage for absorbing social justice concepts and
skills, while at the same time omitting this age group from all academic studies or formal
models of equity education. This negligence not only leaves caregivers with too few
academic resources to support their own caregiving practices, but it also allows society to
continue to tell a condemning story of “the terrible twos.” This story portrays toddlers as
unruly, selfish, and mean creatures who intentionally manipulate the people around them
with emotional theatrics. Our society is just beginning to tell the perhaps truer tale of “the
tireless toddlers” who will stop at nothing to methodically test boundaries, scrutinize
social systems, and demand that they receive all the power and access to resources they
can handle, but not a single bit more. This new story needs empirical research and
theoretical models to give breadth and depth to a narrative most caregivers already know
by heart.
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Research Design
In order to discover if and how caregivers are engaging in social justice with the
toddlers they care for, I asked a sample group of caregivers to complete an anonymous
survey. Fifty-two caregivers responded. The sample group was made up of parents and
guardians who currently have toddler children, as well as adults who care for and educate
toddlers professionally (this group included nannies, child care providers, educators, and
teachers). The sample group did not include people who care for children casually
(grandparents, friends, aunts and uncles) or those who work with toddlers professionally
for a specific purpose other than general education and care (therapists, psychologists,
pediatricians, bus drivers, social workers, etc). This group of caregivers was selected due
to their current engagement with toddlers as well as their general role as a primary
caregiver in the child’s life. While many people interact with toddlers, they may not have
the same influence as a primary caregiver or they may only be interacting with the child
in order to achieve a specific outcome, in both cases making their perspectives less
relevant to this specific study.
The participants were initially contacted either via individual email or through a
private message on Facebook. This contact came directly from me or, in three instances,
employees were contacted by their supervisor. In these situations, I contacted the director
of the programs and informed them about my research. I then asked them to send the
survey invitation to their toddler teachers.
All participants received an invitation to participate in the survey. The invitation
gave a brief explanation of the study, information regarding how the data would be used,
assurance about how participant identity would be protected, and included a link to the
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online survey. Participants were not coerced, bribed, rewarded, compensated or otherwise
externally motivated to participate. Due to the online format of this study, initial contact
via an online method was appropriate. It also allowed all potential participants to be
notified within a similar time frame and with the same invitation.
The survey itself was created using a mix of short answer, multiple choice and
matrix questions to allow for a freedom of response while at the same time keeping
participants focused on the content of the survey. After giving their informed consent,
participants were asked a variety of questions to help explain their experience as a
caregiver. After that they were asked to explain their perspectives on social justice in
general and how it applies to their care of toddlers. Next, a series of matrix questions
assessed the perceived importance of various elements in relation to social justice. These
questions were broken down into five major care-taking categories: learning
environment, community, direct teaching, modeling, and relationship. Following this was
a request for caregivers to identify their limitations and barriers and a few questions that
dealt with participant access to resources that support their social justice work with
toddlers. Finally participants were asked to give a message to children regarding social
justice before answering some demographic data. Two early childhood education
professionals tested the survey. Tester one has almost thirty years of experience in a wide
range of early childhood settings and tester two has done extensive work engaging young
children in relevant and meaningful social justice exploration.
Data was collected via an online survey, using the tool Survey Monkey. Questions
were created intentionally to allow participants to answer freely and anonymously while
also aiming to generate the desired data. Before beginning the survey, participants again
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had the opportunity to review information about the research and how the data will be
used. They were also reminded of their anonymity and freedom to skip questions, leave
information blank, and/or stop taking the survey at any time. Survey Monkey was used
because it is a reliable and inexpensive survey tool that most participants were likely to
be familiar with. Survey Monkey also allows for total anonymity through an option that
was utilized during this study to block participant computer’s IP addresses from being
recorded.
The gathered data was analyzed in part through Survey Monkey, which allows
data to be viewed based on numbers of certain responses as well as categorized by the
participant-provided demographic information. The short answer questions were
analyzed through researcher coding and searching for existing patterns.
Some of the inherent bias in this study comes through its format. A written online
platform requires that participants are both literate in English and have access to reliable
internet services. Another major limitation to this design is that it is reliant on participants
to whom I have access. This means that I asked family, friends, and colleagues to
participate in my research, which may have provided unintentional incentive for them to
participate. I attempted to limit this incentive through the wording of the invitation letter
and ensuring participants that I will have no way of knowing if they participate. In the
same vein, participants were only asked to participate once, with no further follow up
unless they had questions to ask.
Surveying people I have personal access to may have also lead to similar
responses as this group of caregivers is limited and generally they have some similar
qualities that might likely reflect my own personal beliefs and opinions. Similarly, the
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majority of participants I had access to are white, straight women who come from
educated middle class backgrounds. To a large degree, this also limits the scope of my
research through the reduced representation of marginalized voices.
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Findings
Fifty-two toddler caregivers took the survey, but only thirty-one answered enough
questions for their survey to be considered “complete.” While the majority of invitations
went to professionals, parents made up the majority of respondents. More specifically the
respondents were made up of ten professionals, eighteen parents, and three people who
identified as currently being both a parent and professional toddler caregiver. Most of the
participants care for young toddlers in a small group with other children under age five,
though not necessarily other toddlers. Because the majority of respondents were parents
who reported having fewer than five years of experience with toddlers, it can be assumed
that they likely had little to no experience with toddlers until they had a toddler of their
own. This is not to say that they are uneducated. In fact the parent group had a wide
spread of education levels ranging from High School Diplomas to Doctorates. The
professionals had a much wider range of experience working with toddlers spanning
between four months and thirty years. However, they had a more similar level of
education, with all of them having a Bachelor’s Degree with the exception of one
Associates and one Master’s Degree.
To analyze the short answer response questions, I used a coding framework in
order to discover the reoccurring themes, words, and ideas present in the surveys. In
order to create the codes I read each response individually and recorded the various key
words and ideas. When all of the responses had been dissected, I went through the list of
key words and ideas and grouped them together, assigning them a code if the response
occurred more than once or was a key term or idea from the literature review. Once these
codes were created, the responses were read again and the codes were applied. Once the
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codes were applied to the responses, similar coded sections were grouped together under
common themes and broad categories.
Content question number one1 asked participants to define social justice. Their
responses fell into three broad categories: values, actions and mention of specific social
justice issues. One value stood out, not only ranking top in its category, but was
mentioned more than any response throughout the rest of the survey, this was the value of
equality and/or equity2. The number one action mentioned was “treatment of others”
which includes responses involving any type of intentionally positive treatment of other
people. Also, eight different social justice issues were mentioned and listed in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Content Question 1, Participant Description of Social Justice
Sexual
Ability, 3 Orientation, 2

Age, 1

Gender, 3
Socio-Econ, 5

Values
Equality, 25

Race/Ethnicity, 5

Actions
Issues

Societal Change, 4

Creating Change,
6

Respect, 7
Treatment of
Others, 14
Self-Esteem, 2

1

Content questions comprise only the survey questions used to gather data in direct response to the
research questions, and exclude demographic questions. Therefore the content question numbers do
not correlate to the survey question numbers.
2

While the terms “equality” and “equity” have different definitions, they are included in the same theme
due to multiple participants using the terms interchangeably in their responses.
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In content question two, participants were asked what it looks like when they
engage their toddler(s) in social justice, and as expected, their responses were similar to
their definition of social justice but were much more nuanced and specific. Responses
still broke down into the three categories of values, actions, and issues, but this time they
also included specific engagement strategies that the caregivers use with toddlers.
Equality and/or equity remained a high value but this time it included responses with the
term “fairness” which is a very common word used with young children to express both
equity and equality. Self-esteem was a response in both questions but caregivers
prioritized it much higher when discussing their children. The most common response
was the action of using pro-social skills. Pro-social skills include conflict resolution,
navigating ownership/use rights, and empathy, which create the foundation of social
justice and are highly relevant to toddlers who are just beginning to interact with a variety
of people. Respondents expanded their list of social justice issues in their responses to
question two to include language, education, violence, cultural values, and non-traditional
families. These figures are depicted in Figure 2, on page 15.
While responding to question two caregivers also shared information about
engagement strategies they use with their toddlers. One third of participants listed
“modeling desired behaviors” in their response. Having discussions with their toddlers
and working to understand their toddler’s perspectives and feelings were both mentioned
frequently as well. The responses listed by the participants aligned very closely to the
engagement strategies listed in the survey itself. For the sake of clear comparison, the
data regarding engagement strategies was not included in Figure 2, but is presented in
Figure 3, on page 15.
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Figure 2: Content Question 2, Participant Description of Engaging in Social Justice
with Toddlers
Socio-Econ, 2
Race/Ethnicity, 2

Sexual Orietation,
2

Ability, 1

Age, 3

Language, 3

Equality , 14

Cultural Values, 3
Non-Traditional
Families, 3
Gender, 3

Values
Actions

Self-Esteem, 8

Violence , 4

Issues

Respect , 8

Educaton , 4
Religion, 1

Priviledge
Awareness, 4

Volunteering, 2
Events, 2

Pro-Social, 11

Recycling, 2
Used Items, 4

Independence , 2

Diverse
Friendships, 5 Kindness, 6

Figure 3: Content Question 2, Participant Listed Engagement Strategies
Toys
Shows/Songs

Modeling

Participant answer
coordinates with
survey engagment
strategy
Environment

Chidlren's Books

Community
Engagement
Direct Teaching

Teaching

Relational

Discussion
Helping

Understanding

15

Modeling

This study aimed to uncover not only which engagement strategies are being used
by caregivers but also to better understand the perceived importance of said strategies. To
this end, participants were asked to complete a series of matrix questions broken down
into five engagement strategy categories; social justice in the learning environment,
social justice in the community, directly teaching social justice, relating with social
justice, and modeling social justice. At the end of each matrix question participants were
asked to indicate how often they employed strategies from that category. During analysis,
data from these questions was separated into three categories: responses from
professionals, from parents, and from those who identified as both. This distinction is
important in understanding the data because parents and professionals have a notable
difference in their level of early childhood training and education, the relationships with
the children they care for, and in the environments they create for learning. In order to
create an easily comparable set of data, the value indicators were each assigned a number.
For example, one extreme, “not at all important,” was assigned the value of one and the
other extreme, “extremely important,” was assigned the value of five. Using the assigned
values, I calculated the average response for each of the three respondent categories and
then plotted them on bar graphs to provide a visual indicator of how valuable the
respondents found each engagement strategy.

16

Figure 4: Content Question 3, Participant Value of Engaging in Social Justice Via
Learning Environment
6
5
4
Parents

3

Professionals
Both

2
1
0
Books

Shows

People
Props

Pretend
Props

Art
Decoration
Materials

Content question three gathered data related to the learning environment.
Participant responses reflected a strong value for children’s books and toys including
people props and pretend play items. Parents valued television programs notably more
than professionals, while professionals showed a stronger value for art materials and
physical setup. Professionals were more likely to engage with children in this way
multiple times a day while parents ranged between daily and a few times a week. This
data is depicted in Figure 4 above.
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Figure 5: Content Question 4, Participant Value of Engaging in Social Justice Via
Community Involvement
5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2

Parents

1.5

Professionals

1

Both

0.5
0

As discussed previously, using the community as an engagement strategy was the
only strategy included in the survey that was not listed by participants. This strategy,
which was evaluated in content question four, also received the lowest overall value from
participants. Involvement from family and friends was listed as one of the top values in
this category along with the diversity of the children the toddlers spend time with. Parents
were much more likely to rate community presence as an extreme value, while
professionals valued guest speakers more. There was a wide difference in likelihood of
implementing this as a strategy to engage in social justice with toddlers, ranging from
“multiple times a day” to “whenever I think of it.” This data is presented in Figure 5,
above.
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Figure 6: Content Question 5, Participant Value of Engaging in Social Justice Via
Direct Teaching
6
5
4
Parent

3

Professional
2

Both

1
0
Expectations Curriculum

Behavioral
Responses

Games

Projects

Content Question five looked at direct teaching as a strategy, and the majority of
all respondents highly valued establishing expectations of just behavior and teaching
games that promote socially just behaviors. Parents indicated more differences regarding
the value of implementing a curriculum or parenting method as well as supporting
projects and experiments focusing on social justice, while teachers were more likely to
report both of these categories as fairly important. Each respondent was enthusiastically
in support of giving in the moment responses that promote socially just behavior.
Roughly 60% of respondents were likely to use direct teaching as a way to promote
social justice at least daily, with the majority using it multiple times a day. This
information is presented in figure 6 above.
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Figure 7: Content Question 6, Participant Value of Engaging in Social Justice Via
Relating
6
5
4
3
Parent

2

Professional

1

Both

0

The way caregivers use the adult/child relationship to convey social justice
practices and ideas was examined in content question six. The majority of participants
showed similar responses regarding their use of relating with social justice. Every
respondent highly valued discipline, encouragement, verbal communication, listening and
responding to toddlers, with a majority of responses showing an “extremely valuable”
demarcation. Also in this category, 77% of respondents said they were likely to use this
method multiple times a day. This data is presented in Figure 7 above.
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Figure 8: Content question 7, Participant Value of Engaging in Social Justice Via
Modeling
5.2
5
4.8
4.6
4.4
4.2

Parents

4

Professionals

3.8

Both

Content question seven was notably different from the other four categories, in
that 95% of all responses in the category of modeling social justice were marked as
highly valued with 85% falling into the “extremely important” category. Additionally
twenty-three caregivers said they were using modeling as an engagement strategy
multiple times a day. This is shown in figure 8 above.
Content question eight assessed the limitations and barriers caregivers have that
prevent them from fully engaging in social justice with toddlers. The most frequently
mentioned limitation impacted nearly half of the respondents, professionals and parents
alike. Fifteen participants indicated that they are unable to fully engage in social justice
with toddlers the way they want to because “just getting though the daily routine takes all
[their] time and energy.” The second largest limitation is lack of a good curriculum or
adequate resources to draw from. This response came from both parents and
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professionals, eliminating the possibility that some caretakers just do not know where to
look for the good resources, but rather it suggests a genuine lack of quality resources.
Parents were more likely to respond that they did not feel like they had enough time
while professionals were more likely to respond that there was a language barrier.
Interestingly, eight respondents, comprised of both parents and professionals, felt that the
toddler’s other caretakers were not “on board” with exploring social justice. Finally, 25%
of respondents felt that they had no challenges in this area and many comments expressed
pride in the work they do with children in this area. This information is presented in
Figure 9 below.

Figure 9: Content Question 8, Participant Identified Limitations and Barriers

Too Expensive, 3
I'm
Not
Doing it Enough
Well , 7 Time, 8

Doesn't Apply
to this Age, 1
I Forget, 5
It's
Uncomfortable, 2

No Time/Energy,
15

I Don't Know How,
10

No Resources, 13

Labels, 1
Language, 4

I'm Different, 2

Other Caregivers ,
8
Toddlers Don't
Understand, 4

In order to better understand what is inspiring caregivers in their social justice
work with their toddlers, they were asked to be as specific as possible and to list the

22

various resources they use. Despite asking people to be specific, most gave general
categorical responses. Children’s books were mentioned eleven times, TV shows
(specifically Daniel Tiger) was mentioned four times, Facebook was mentioned three
times. Resources mentioned twice include; posters, religious texts, Pinterest, adult
education courses, You Tube, and attending events. Clearly this is a slim list and very
little of it directly supports the engagement strategies most valued by the caregivers.
When caregivers were asked what resources they would like to have, the
responses fell primarily into four categories; social change, relevant materials for
children, adult education, and lists. While participants recognized that social change was
perhaps a bit too lofty to wish for as a resource, four of them still took the time to explain
what changes they would like to see:
“A world that didn't require so many of these hard conversations.”
“Diverse caregivers at each school.”
“Communities made up of diverse families.”
“More money to spend.”

A few respondents also wanted more early education schools and children’s community
groups that focus on social justice. Some people mentioned a desire for children’s games
and books that break away from normative values and explore today’s social justice
issues from a perspective relevant to toddlers. Adult education was a highly sought after
resource including focused curriculums, trainings, videos, classes, forums, email listserves, and websites. However, the most common response to this question was, “I want
a list.” Parents and professionals both asked for an incredibly simple resource; a list of
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books, songs, activities and events. They also wanted lists of age-appropriate ways to
discuss social justice with a toddler that includes information about when these
discussions can have the most impact.
When asked to give toddlers a message about social justice, the participants
responded so similarly that many of them were near identical quotes. Their messages
were empowering and poetic, strong and full of promise. While I would like to list every
response here, they can easily be summarized since each one is so similar in its core:
Love yourself, love other people, and treat everyone the way you want to be treated.
As to be expected there were some limitations to this study. While fifty-two
people began the survey, forty-seven continued past the initial consent question, and only
thirty-one finished it to completion. This made for a very small sample size, perhaps too
small to draw any widely applicable conclusions. It also raises the question of why so
many respondents decided to stop taking the survey. As expected, the respondents were
fairly similar demographically both to one another and to me. The large majority of
participants identified as heterosexual, white, middle class, temporarily-abled, females
between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-four. There was a near even split of religious
beliefs with sixteen identifying as some type of Christian and fifteen identifying as being
non-religious. The huge lack in diverse voices greatly limits the scope of this survey.
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Discussion
While the small sample size and similar demographic composition of the
participants limit the scope and general applicability of this survey, some conclusions can
still be drawn regarding the knowledge and values of caregivers working with toddlers.
This survey was successful in providing answers to the research questions as well as
illuminating some helpful next steps for others wishing to research or work in this field.
One goal of this study was to gather some data regarding the knowledge
caregivers have about social justice. Clearly all of the participants had some working
knowledge of social justice, primarily centered on the idea of treating other people
equally despite specific demographic differences. While some participants did elaborate
on this basic definition, most people did not express a nuanced perspective. When it came
to applying social justice to their work with toddlers, however, the responses were much
more detailed and elaborate. Not only did they expand their definitions of social justice to
include concepts such as self-esteem and privilege, but they also went beyond the typical
social justice issues and mentioned less common issues such as language, age, family
composition, and violence. Even more interesting is that the participants listed the
strategies they use to engage their toddlers in social justice and their list included direct
teaching, diverse friendships, modeling behaviors, using books/shows/toys, and relating
with understanding and communication. These are more or less the same five
engagement strategies I asked participants to reflect on in the next section of the survey.
In fact, the most commonly listed engagement strategies mentioned in the short answer
question were modeling, discussion, and understanding, which were also the most highly
valued categories later in the survey. All of this supports the idea that caregivers are
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actually well informed and skilled at engaging their toddlers in social justice, but are not
aware they are doing so. Helping caregivers to see the successful social justice work they
are already doing through a new lenses could dramatically help improve their morale and
increase their motivation to continue this critical work.
Research supports the idea that children gain skills and knowledge quicker when
they are engaged with a caregiver who feels passionately about the subject. (NAEYC,
2014). This knowledge should reinforce the idea that toddlers depend on relationships
with their primary caregivers to learn not only about academic topics but also about other
things, including social justice concepts. Most children who develop a love of reading
had a caregiver who also enjoyed reading and who was willing to read the child endless
stories each day (NAEYC, 2014). Similarly, children who value social justice and
develop the skills to engage in age-appropriate pursuits for justice have caregivers who
feel passionately about social justice issues. This lays a heavy responsibility on
caregivers to not only teach social justice but to also value it in their own lives and to do
the intense inner-work that social justice requires. While asking all caregivers to engage
in their own social-justice journey is a beautiful goal, it is highly unrealistic. In the
meantime, creating more early education schools and programs that focus on social
justice and requiring professional caregivers to have some type of training in social
justice can help ensure that more children are given exposure to social justice education.
Additionally, creating more resources for parents to use can also encourage social justice
learning at home.
Simply creating the resources, however, will not eliminate some of the barriers
and limitations that participants expressed in the survey. The most frequently listed
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barrier standing in the way of caregivers was “just getting us through the daily routine
takes all my time an energy.” No further research is needed to explain this; taking care of
toddlers is hard. Just keeping them fed, rested, clean and safe often requires the
caregiver’s full attention and is a physical, mental, and emotional endeavor on its own.
Of course the thought of adding more to the daily routine can seem impossible. This is
why more work needs to be done to help caregivers understand that engaging in social
justice with toddlers doesn’t necessarily require anything extra. Due to the nature of
social justice work, it can easily be supported through organic relational aspects of the
adult/child relationship. All young children learn the basics of language simply by being
spoken to and engaged in conversations, and in the same way, all young children can
learn the basics of social justice in the context of a just, fair, and compassionate
relationship with their caregivers. Most caregivers spend a significant amount of time
helping their child to become kind, fair, gentle, and respectful people. These caregivers
are already engaging in social justice with their toddlers, this survey shows that many of
them just do not realize it.
I believe that this research presents a strong case for further action in the field of
social justice education for young children on the part of professionals as well as
administrators working in early childhood education programs. This survey demonstrates
that many caregivers value social justice and are willing to engage in it with their
toddlers, but they do not know how to go about it. Easily accessible websites need to be
created that focus on social justice and that contain video seminars, training and event
calendars, and lists of other resources pertinent to toddlers. Additionally, more work can
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be done to make caregivers aware of the ways they are already bringing social justice
themes into their every day routines and conversations with toddlers.
Finally, there is still a very large data gap when looking at toddlers and social
justice research. With the help developmental research, more caregivers are realizing how
just how valuable and formative early childhood is, and they are looking for researchbased ways to engage in social justice with toddlers during this key developmental
period. It is time now to conduct much more research, specifically empirical research,
surrounding the effects of implementing equity pedagogy in early education classrooms.
Studies already show the profoundly positive impact of investing in young children’s
education and social-emotional wellbeing (Heckman & Masterov, 2007), as well as the
ability for early life experiences to directly correlate to the health and lifestyle of adults
twenty to thirty years later (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). A
significant increase in research focused on early engagement with social justice can help
secure the attention and funding needed to support the creation of lasting change towards
a more just society.
Overall, my research concludes that despite the lack of much needed academic
research and quality educational materials, caregivers are instinctively engaging their
toddlers in social justice. These caregivers rightly desire easily accessible information
and resource support to deepen the social justice work they do, and want to do, with
children. Additionally, they are so fatigued from working endlessly to provide their
tireless toddlers with excellent care that they do not even realize that they are already
much of the social justice work that is so important for young children.

28

Bibliography
Barrera, I., Corso, R.M. (2002). Cultural Competency as Skilled Dialogue. TECSE, 22(2),
103-113.
Center for Disease Control and Prevention (2014). Injury prevention and control:
Division of violence prevention. Retrieved on December 12, 2015. Retrieved from
http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/
Connolly, P. (2002). Racism, gender identities and young children: Social relations in a
multi-ethnic, inner-city primary school. London: Routledge.
Derman-Sparks, L., & Olsen-Edwards, J. (2010). Anti-bias education for young children
and ourselves. NAEYC, Washington DC.
Diesendruck, G., Deblinger-Tangi, R. (2014, January/February). The linguistic
construction of social categories in toddlers. Child Development, 85(1), 114-123.
Gerull, F. C., Rapee, R. M. (2002). Mother knows best: Effects of maternal modelling on
the acquisition of fear and avoidance behavior in toddlers. Behavior Research and
Therapy, 40, 279-287.
Ghirotto, L., Mazzoni, V. (2013). Being part, being involved: The adult’s role and child
participation in an early learning context. International Journal of Early Years
Education, 21(4), 300-308.
Gonzalez- Mena, J. (2001). Cross-cultural infant care and issues of equality and social
justice. Contemporary issues in early childhood, 2(3), 368-371.
Heckman, J. J., Masterov, D. V. (2007). The productivity argument for investing in
young children. Review of Agricultutral Economics (29, 3), p446-493.
Hyland, N. (2010, January) Social justice in early childhood classrooms: What the
research tells us. Young Children.
Killen, M., Rutland, A., Ruck, M. (2011). Social policy report: Promoting equity,
tolerance and justice in childhood. Sharing Child and Youth Development Knowledge,
25(4), 1-25.

29

Lally, J., R. (2005). The human rights of infants and toddlers: A comparison of childcare
philosophies in Europe, Australia, New Zealand, and The United States. Zero to Three,
25(3), 43-52.
Martin, C.L., Rubie, D. (2004). Children’s search for gender cues: Cognitive perspectives
on gender development. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 13(2), 67-70.
NAEYC. (2009). Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs
Serving Children from Birth through Age.
http://www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/PSDAP.pdf
Rakoczy, H., Tomasello, M., Striano, T. (2005). On tools and toys: How children learn to
act on and pretend with ‘virgin objects’. Developmental Science, 8(1), 57-73.
Ramsey, P.G. (2004). Teaching and learning in a diverse world: Multicultural education
for young children. Teacher College Press, New York.
UNICEF. (2014). Human Rights Approach.
http://www.unicef.org/crc/index_framework.html

30

Appendix 1: Invitation to participate in the survey
Dear Caregiver,
I am conducting research to earn my Masters degree and I need your help! My
capstone project focuses on caregivers engaging in social justice with toddlers.
Just to be clear, for the sake of this research:
Caregivers: Parents, nannies, childcare providers, educators, teachers.
Social Justice: The practice of ensuring that all people in society are treated
equitably with the protection of human rights and provision of resources,
regardless of status, privilege or power.
Toddlers: Children ages 1, 2, and 3 years old.
Why this work?
There has been a recent influx in social justice work that brings issues like antibullying, peace and conflict resolution, environmental justice, and human rights into
elementary and preschool classrooms as well as parenting literature. However,
when I wanted to dig deeper and find ideas about how to do social justice work with
toddlers, everything went quiet. I think that many caregivers ARE engaging in social
justice work with their toddlers and that many more caregivers WANT to but they
have some barriers preventing them from doing it.
How you can help.
I want to deliver this message in my capstone work, but I cannot just say it, I need to
PROVE it. If you will share 20-30 minutes of your valuable time to fill out my survey
I will have the data I need to show off the incredible work we do with toddlers and
to advocate for more resources to help us do it even better!

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Social_justice_with_toddlers
You can follow the above link and check things out. The initial consent page has a bit
more information but if you still have questions you can always email me at
Susan.nasiombe@mail.sit.edu. If you don’t want to take the survey or don’t have
time, it’s absolutely ok. Everything is anonymous, so I won’t know anyway.  Please
let other toddler caregivers know about the survey too, by forwarding them this
email. The more voices I hear the more complete the data will be.
Thank you for the work you do and for helping me complete my research!

Appendix 2: Informed Consent
Informed Consent
The purpose of this study is to generate information regarding caregivers’ experiences and
perspectives regarding engaging in social justice with toddlers. The information will be used in a
graduate level capstone project with no current intention of being published. The questions will all
focus on work with toddlers, with the exception of a few demographic questions that are not
required to complete the survey.
This entirely anonymous survey should take 20-30 minutes to complete, but there is no time limit
so take as long as you need. Questions are primarily in short answer or rating scale format. There
is no "right" or "wrong" responses to these questions, simply share what makes the most sense
for you. (It's even ok to say you're confused or don't really know what to say.) You may skip any
part of the survey that you would like to, but please be honest in any responses that you do choose
to give.
There are no expected risks or discomforts for participants. However, if at any point you feel
uncomfortable with a question you may choose to skip it or explain your discomfort in the
comment section.
There is very little data currently connected with toddlers and social justice work. Your participation
in this survey will contribute to filling a large information gap in the current research and literature.
If you would like to receive a summary of results or if you have any questions, concerns or
additional information you would like to share regarding this research you may send an email to
susan.nasiombe@mail.sit.edu
Additionally, if you have concerns or questions about the nature of this research you may contact my academic
advisor Dr. Karen Blanchard at 802-258-3322
By taking and submitting this survey, you are acknowledging that you have been informed of the
nature of the survey and you provide your consent to participate. Thank you so much for your time
and responses!

Engaging in Social Justice with Toddlers

1. I have read the above statements and understand that my participation is voluntary and I give my
consent to participate.

Appendix 3: Copy of Survey

